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One of the most significant developments in the area of

family theory has been the:formulation and delinaation‘of_a

number of distinct "conceptual“frameWorks,“ acccrding to which
the family can be studied sociologically. Defined by Hill, one
of their originators, as "cluster(s) of ipterrelated, but not

as yet interdefined, concepts for viewing‘the phenomenon of
marriage and family behavior‘and for describing and classifying
its parts" (1966: 11), each conceptual framework provides a

broad, yet unique, picture of the family.
At the present time, five conceptualAframeworks seem to be

widely accepted and utilized by family sociologists. These are.
" the following: . - o ' '
(1)“ the sfructural—functionalAconteptual framework, which
views the family as an institution, and focuses upon
the ﬁunctions it perﬁﬁrms‘for society andAfor‘its
members (e.g., Hill and ﬂansen, 1960; Pitts, 1964;
/ McIntyre, 1966). k ’ . »

[ (2) the symbolic interaction conceptual framework, which
views the family as a social group, and focuses upon
the patterns of interaction which take place within

/ the family (e.g., Hill and ﬁansen, 1960; Stryker, 1964;
Schvaneveldt, 1966). :

(3)> the develépmental conceptual framework, which examines
the family in terms of its "life cycle," and focuses
upon how families change over. time (e.g., Hill and
Hansen, 1960; Hill and Rodgers, 1964; Rowe, 1966).

AN
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—he social exchange cciteptual fraim—-—:i, which examines
the family in terms of -ne ex—hanus . -cesses which take

place among family memrc:xs (e.=.. Id...7is, 1969; Scanzori

and Scanzoni, 19760.

) the general systems cor-..»tual : == 2%, which studies

2 Y,
the family as a social z7=3tem, zd 77 -u=s upon morpho-
genic processes within t'ie familv - ..¢ . 3Speer, 1970;

Hill, 1971; Xantor and L.ar, .37 3).

Waile each of these conceptua. framest sri - —presents an
umpmrtant and unique approach to f=mily wwttd, wxen takén together

thuy ctill leave an. important area of cmi:.-ion. This is the ‘study

K L= the faﬁily according .to the primziplss: af szzial-conflict theory.
iespite the suggestion several yeazs ago oy Spx: -’ (1969) that a

wily conflict framework would be —f gr-at ber. it to family
~inlogists, such a ffamewprk has not z ally keen developed since
at time. ' A |
On the one hand, the concep==s:and ¢ sumpt_ozs of conflict
-niry are appearing to an incre:s:=ing Zzuree in fhe sociological
= :d3x of the family. Further, m:~ 7 fanily sociciogists are rec-
gnizing conflict to be—an integ— part of family life. _However,
nis growing attention to confli: _ r—hencmena has not yet resulted
1 a3 systematic treatment of the or—1li-t framework as a means of
studying the family. |
This paper attempts to £ill <h:z . current gap in‘famiiy theory
oy developing a social conflict fram=work for family study. Actually, -
1ur task will bé primarily one of syathesis and reorgadization, rather

-han one of generating new ideas. Th::- task is facilitated by the
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existance of three :ii=tinct types of lites:mature whick =re valuable
in delinéating such r framework: (1) tiose treatmemsz of family
conflict which do e: st (e:g.; Blood, 19z7, Bernard, 1¢34; Turner,
1970: 135-163; Foss 1977), (2) ‘“ccmfliz!” or "coerzics' models

in the most general ==2nse (e.g., Mar=« an;LEngeis, 1gmB8,; 1:30;

Dahfendorf, 1959; Ccllins,.1975), a . specific =mal =es of
social conflict proc=sses in varibuh sc- izl contexts (= &, Mack
and Snyder, 1957; Bculding, 1962; L  ==rg, 1973). The= latter
two sourcés, in ﬁarticular, appear — £ ve much to offer o the
study of family confl?ct, and the Z::1v = of family socioliogists

to turn to these more~genéral soci: . cc. Ziict theories =m3d models
nhy be at least partially responsi.-_= I:.- the -relative o~n-develop-

ment ‘of the conflict approach in f-~ily. sociology.
CON: _PTUAL FRAMEWC 1.3 TODAY

Before presenting‘thié partic:-_ar framework, how:™ar, it is
necessary to pause for a moment ar= guestion the exact value of
this endeavor as a contribution tc family sociology. On the one
"hand, -a number of au:ﬁorsjhave convincingly demonsfraied how the
‘identification ané ¢=velopment of conceptual frameworks can benefit
both theorization and research (Hill and Hansen, 1960; Hill; 1966;
Nye and Berarde, 1966), and there seems little need to repeat these

here. , , _ _
However, two general}quéstions do need to be addressed: (1)

Is family socidlogy still at the "conceptual:framework stage"

of its development, and (2) Does family sociology need still

another conceptual framework?

J
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Beyond —onceptual frameworks?

- . \
Because of the increased emﬁhasis on "higher“, more sophis-
ticatei.levele of‘theory construction in sociology today, some
might c:estion the need for continued effort at the meta-theoretical
level = conceptmal frameworks, as opposed o working exclusively
at the =vel of systematized sociological theory. Clearly, as

Zetterkz=rg (1965) has demonstrated, takonomical description via
concept—=1 frameworks and sociological theory are not the same
thing. And certainly, the ultimate goal of sociology is the
development of systematic social theory, not theecontinuous
;descrlpt lon and classification of concepts. HOWever,iwe feel that
the verv fact that conceptual frameworke and social theory do per—.
form very different functions in the study of the social world

u /serves as a strong justification for the continued development of
relevart conceptual frameworks. '
~——"FZrst, many of the benefits which conceptual 1rameworke prov1de -
seoc1f_t1ty of conceptualization, providing a frame of referenoe for
the interpretation of data, codification of‘empirical research, etc. --
directly facilitate formal theory construction efforts.

i And second, we must empha91ze that the beneficial relationship
between conceptual frameworks.and social theory is not likely to be
unidirectional in nature. Thus, conceptual'frameworks should not
be viewed only as buiiding blocks which temporally precede "real"
theory; Instead, there is likely to be a mutual 1nterchange between
the two, in which better conceptual development leads to more pro-
ductive theorization, and . improved theorization in turn produces
clearer and more;fefined conceptualization.. For example, we would
expect that this sort of interchange has taken place between the

O ‘ R R : @) \
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soc1al ‘exchange conceptual framework, on tke :zw= hand, and more
formal middle-range exchunge "theories," so=Z =s those of family
power (Blood and Wolfe, 1960), sexual stratiTication (Colllns,
1971), and socialization ( Richer, 1968), c= the other.

Thus, the time and effort devoted to identifying and re-
fining conceptual frameworks does not detrazct from the goal of
constructing good sociological theory; rather, it contributes
strongly to that goai. And further, from & more general vaﬁtage
point, one can take the view that EQEE comceptual frameworks and
formal theory facilitate reaching the over—riding'goai of develop-
ing useful ways of organizing and represemr=ing our observations

of families.

-~ How many conceptual frameworks?

' A second important issue is whether we should continue to
.pursue several different metatheoretical paths, or whether we
ought to be developlng what Hill has termed "an all purpose
general famlly framework" (1966 23).

Presenting the 1ssue 1n this.way assumes that our ultimate’
.goal is indeed to develop a 51ngle,unrf1ed theory of family be-
_havior. However, one could argue that a_singie family reality
doee not exist, and thus, to seek a single theory of the family
is to 1mpose a unity which 51mply is not there. According to
this view, conceptual frameworks are not just different perspectlves
on the family, (they“are.perspectlves on_dlfferent families). What-
ever number of'conceptual frameworks could provide uniqUe insights
into vérlous aspecte of family life would be justlfled

However, even if one does adopt as a flnal goal one general

/

;
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theory of the family, realistically such a goal is many years
away. In the.meantime, a necessary prelude to its attainment
is the identification of ali-(or certainly a major portion of)
the basic concepts and assumptions'which will underlie the mean-
ingful study of the family/ If each conceptual framework can in
fact afford us a distinct and unique means'of looking at the
family, then, as Broderick (l97l 153) has noted, lt should _be

’ poss1ble "to ‘get. a glimpse of the whole when these various per-
spectives are summed. ‘ ,

Thus, - whether or not we seek an ultimate‘goal'of'one general

theory‘of family life, family sociologists face a continuing
responSibili+y to develop. conceptual frameworks which can prov1de'

us with. new stimulating and diverse perspectives on ‘the family.

why a social conflict framework?

/o

To our way of thinking, in arguing for the efficacy of a
particular conceptual framework, it is neceSSary to demonstrate
three things -- (1) "appropriateness," (2) "uniqueness," and (3)
"applicability;" | _ '

First, with regard to appropriateness, it isbimportant'that
a conceptual framework be ableAto capture some aspects'of,family
reality In other'words, much like'the concept of "face validity"
used in, sociological measurement, it is necessary that & conceptual
framework make intuitive sense., Thus, for a soc1al conflict frameﬂ
work to be useful and worthy of development, it is important to’ ?
determine that social conflict is in some way an important aspect 2

of family 1life. _ ‘ .

LD
7/

e
o
™~




-7

Second, to insure. 1ts unlqueness, it should be pOSSlble to
demonstrate that the conceptuas framework in question emphasizes
aspects of the family which are not subsumed by other existing
frameworks. We do not mean that it is necessary that a oonceptual
framework be able to explain all of family behavior. Instead what
is necessary is that a new framewsrk be able to offer a unique and
different way of looking at some important aspects of family life;
in so doing, it will be produoing something of substance not deriv-
able from other frameworks. ‘

Finally, however, for a conceptual framework to be of value,

it should have at 1east a reasonably high degree of general app11;
-cability to the study of the family. ' As suggested above, ‘this is
a matter of degree; generally speaking, however, we mlght say that
the more dlfferent types of, situations to which a particular con-
ceptual framework can be meaningfully applied, the greater the
value of that framework for family -sociologists. ,

We feel that the social conflict framewcrk can be justified
;h all three of these counts, and the main body of this paper will
be. devoted to demonstratinj why we feel this to be the case. We
will begih by examining'the appropriateness of this Eramework\inj
the following section. In looking at,this issue, a logical question
whlch mlght be raised is, "If this frameﬁork i as applioable to
the famlly as you are suggesting, then why has it not yet emerged;
"To answer this questlon, we should take a'short ‘look at the "h;story"

of conflict in the studv of the family.
WHERE HAS FAMILY CONFLICT BEEN ALL THESE YEARS?

,Until recent years, the study of social conflict hes been
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largely neglected in American sociology, and this" has been especially
~ true with-regard to the sociological study of the family. Collins
(1975: 225) niéely surmarizes the reasons behind this resistance to
the study of family conflict: ' | ”
‘"Th: family has always heen'regérded through a murk
of sentlmentallty . « .The sociology of Ldmlly . ..
has been .the bastion of functionalism, framing its.
e analysis against an ideal system in which men, women,
and children all le nlcely in their places,”
\

-Within such an "idealized picéure of the family" (Steinmetz and
Straus, 1974: 6), with its he?vy emphasis upon such "normal" fam- .
ily qualities as consensus, hérmony and stabijlity, it is difficult
to recognize the possibility'that conflict is an integral part of
family life. " ' N

Where conflict has be¢: .=. . with by faﬁily sociologists, A
it has generally been in cne of tu: wavs; both of which are con-
51stent with this 1dealJzed view of the family. First, onelway of
treatlng cornflict has been to give it a highly negative connotatlon,
in which it is seen as having dlsrup*lve consequences for the
allegedly normal state of family equilibrium.  Such a conception
of conflict gg;ries with it an implicip value judgment that,more.

than a certain amount of conflict is undesirable, abnormal and

unusual. "Healthy" and "normal" families will be characterized

by conflict as a basic family process, ‘ .
According to such a view, family conflict does exist and

should be studied; however, the 1mp11¢1t goal of such study is to

‘determine ways to elinimate, or at least contrél, family conflict.
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Blood's treatment of family conflict {1960: 211) seems to be

representative ¢f this general perspective, as he states:

"No society can afford to turn its back on family

conflict The family is tco indispensable a unit

of soc1al structure and too necessary a means for

the transmiss10n of culture to the oncoming generat on

to be allowed to fall apart."
|

!

Theisecond"common-treatment of family conflict has been to
actually incorporate it into the functionalist approach. As"
_Gelles and Straus (1974) have pointed ‘out, conflict theory may
be looked at either as an extenSion of functionalism,'or as. a
conceptually distinct theory of soc1al conflict. ]This function—
alist version of conflict theory has been oopulanized by Simmel
(1955) and Coser (1956; 1967), both of whom have suggested that
conflict within the family, just like other forms of conflict,
has positive benefit§ either foi inddividual family members, or
for the larger family unit. ’

It is our position that, despite some basic similarities
which it shares\with structural—functionalism (van den Berghe,_l963;
Sztompka, 1974: 168-178), the social conflict framework is much more
than a mere extension of functionalism. In fact;Ait might- not be |
overstating the case to suggest that the conflict framework repre—
sents the Virtual antithesis of the consensus—functionalist apnroach '
Whereas functionalism emphaSizes soc1al gualities such’ as stability,
harmony and consensus, the social confiict.framework emphasizes
qualities such as conflict, and confrontation and change. And
whereas the functionalist approach to conflict pretty much restricts

_itself to the question, "What are the consequences or functions
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of'conflict?", the social conflict framework goes much further
than this in its, analysis of conflict. 1In additlon,tosthe~

possible functions, and dysfunctions of conflict in the family, =,

a general social conflict framework will ask: "How does conflict
work?" "Why~does iti'occur?" "Under what conditions does it
exist?" : "What processes does it involve?" And_also, this frame-

work wifl.address itself to the question, "How, and under what

conditions, do cooperation-and consensus occur?"

4

The "discovery" of family conflict \

)

/
Recent evidnece suggests that famlly sociologists are in-

creasingly coming to recognize the Ltlllty and aoproprlateness

of the social conflict framework for studylng the family. For
example, several ‘recent family textbooks emphas1zes the centrality
of conflict processes in therfamlly (Skolnick, l973; Scanzonl and
Scanzoni, l976) And on a smaller, but no less important, scale,
elements of a broadly ~conceived soc1al conflict framework appeax
in the work of family scholars such as Charny (1969), Goode (1971),
O'Brien (l97l), Collins (1971: 1975) and Gelles and Straus (1974).

More systematlc ev1dence of the recent 1ncreased use of the

social conii 1ct framework is prov1ded in a recent artlcle by Hays

(l977), who found that, of a random samp.l e of the Marriage and

'Famlly sectlon of the American Sociological Association, 9% of

the respondentslclaimed that they emphasized conflict theory as

an approach in the1r teachlng, while 14% said that they emphasized
confllct theory as an aoproach in their research The fact that
this represents a recent growth in the popularlty of this frame-
work is indicated by the fact that less than 1% of these respon-

dents claimed to have had an emphasis in conflict theory in their



s however, so that we may begin- to ‘take full advantage of the unlque

own tralnlng ‘ .

A major reason for the growing popularity of the social
/éoan1ct framework has been the fact that a number of famfly
soc1ologlsts have ‘begun to recognlze the need to work toward
what Skolnlck and Skolnlck have termed "the demystification

of_famlly llfe"‘(l974._16). A central theme here has been a

+ questioning of the necessity, and even the validity, of consensus-

based,:functionalist assumptions about the family as a well-
integrated -and harmonious social institution. For example, Sprey,
in his initial call for a conflict approach to the study of the
family, first rejects "the implication that stability, the fact’
of famlly continuity, is somehow normal and incompatible with the P
presence of confllct and dlsorder,' and then‘adds that, "It is - ' ﬁé
1ncreas1ngly evident that equlllbrlum or harmony, is ‘not necessary o
for the continuation or stablllty of fam111es"'(l969 699).

As thlsf"mfth of family consensus and harmony" (Steinmetz

and Straus, 1974) has been questloned there haS developed a v1ew—

-p01nt wh1ch holds that . confllct may indeed be a central | character—

‘istic of famlly life. 1In fact, as suggested by a number of famlly'

h‘soclologlsts (DaV1s, l940- Blood 19€0; Sprey, 1969; Foss, 1977),

the famlly, both as a social- group -and. 1nst1tutlon, has, unlque
structural character1st1cs which actually ‘serve to increase both
the frequency and the "normality" of conflict 1n-the family setting.
' Thus, the social conflict framework has been growing in

oopularlty even .in the absence of formal codification; in addltlon,.

it is an approach which seems to make good 1ntu1t1ve sense. We .

feel that expllc1t development of this framework is necessary,

contrlbutlons whlch it has to make to the study of ‘the famlly Let

i ..
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us now turn to a discussion of exactly what it is about the soc1al

cenflict framework which prov1des & nnique view of the family,
TOWARD A SOCIAL CONFLICT FRAMEWORK FOR FAMILY SOCIOLOGY

In this section of the paper, the main elements of a social
conflict framework are presented First, a "working definition"
of the- concept/"soc1al conflict" is presented Second, the basic

k concepts andfassumptions of the fremework are delineated. Hope-
fully, this discussion will demonstrate that a social conflict
approach meets'thef"uniqueness" reQuirement of a new conceptual
framework. ‘Third, the .various "levels" of analysis to which the
framework can be apolied are discussed, w1th a view toward demon—'

strating the general "applicabillty" of this aporoach to family -

SOCiology S

What is social conflict? . !

Sociological concepts seem to-have aLay of inCreasing-in
complexity and diversity over timé, as they come to be used by
~"1ncreas3_ng numbers of social sc1entists. The concept of "sociaI
conflict" is certainly no exception to this SOClOlOglcal "rule.

In an excellent review article, Fink (1968) demonstrates how this
conéept has beéen used to refer to”(e) an objective situation (i.e.,
anuunderiying confliczt of intereszsiwhich‘produces antagonism |
~between several parties), (b) a #sychological state (i.e., feelings
of hostility which often accompany such a conflict-of interest, and
(c). a specific type of interaction (i;e.,'behaviof engaged invby
~.those who. find themselves involved in a conflict of interest).

.‘.“j‘,
“t
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As Flnk points out very clearly, whlchever referent is chosen by
a particulsr confllct theorlst will have a great impact upon the
success of his/her theory, and more 1mportantly, upon the degree
to which several theories of conflict can be compared and contrast-
ed. ' _ | '
Fink argues that "the alm of developlng a general theory of
“coc1al conflict can best be pursued if we adopt the broadest
poss1ble working definition of social conflict"” (1968: 455-456).
He then goes on to offer his own definition of social conflict:
"any social situation or process in which two or more social en-
tities are linked by at least one'form of antagonistic social
relations or at least one form of antagonistic interaction", (1968:
456) . . | | ' |
-Such a general‘definition of social'conflict is consistent
"with our attempt in this paper to develop a general framework.by
. which social phenomena can be studied. We are arguing here that
the social’ confllct conceptual framework can have w1despread
appllcablllty for the soc1ologlcal study of the famlly. With th1s
goal 1n mlnd it hardly makes . sensé to argue, on_the other hand,
for a restrlctlve definition of ‘the" frameworks's central- concept
Instead we want a definition of social conflict which maximizes.
the utility and appllcablllty of this aporoach ‘Fink's definition
of social conflict identifies in general terms the central issue
with which the concept is concerned; at the same time’, however, it
ailows sociolocists using the c¢oncept considerabie room to operate
~in carrying. out: their own theorlzatlon and reseaxch.
| ‘Since we are argulng, at 1east for the. present time, "for such
a broad and 1nclu51ve deflnltlon of "soc1al confllct,' it, mi ight be?

advantageous to brlefly p01nt out how this usage -is llkely to differ
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from other definitions which commonly appear in the literature:

(a) - "social conflict"/is not distinguished from "competition"
(b) "social conflict™® does not specify that any partlcular
casual factors be in operation '
- (c) T"social confllct"fdoes not necessarily require a state
. of awareness on the part of the conflicting parties
(d) "social conflict" does. not require thatithere be actual
face-to-face interaction between conflicting parties
(e) "social conflict" does not require that there be an

attempt to eliminate or injure one's opponent.

We should -emphasize that our attempts to "sidestep" the_:‘
conceptual pitfalls to which Fink has alerted us should not ‘be
taken to 1nd1cate that we ‘do not see +heae issues as 1mportant
Instead it reflects our desire to avoid becomlng embr01led in
termonologlcal dlfflculty at . this point. We would expect, however:
that'.as’ the_soc1al confl;ct framework is developed and refined,

these types of problems will come to 'be resolved.

t
1

R}

Basic assumptions and concepts of the social conflict framework

The two bas1c elements ~in any- conceptual framework are (l)
the concepts which the aoproach\utlllzes in its study of the
+family, and (2) the assumptions about social reality whlch/under—'
lie the approach At the present-time, the social conflidt frame-
work is probably characterlzed by less conceptual develooment than
the other five famlly frameworks cited earller. on the other- hand,

however,.the as;umotlons of the conflict framework are very dif~

ferent from those of the other frameworks,'and this produces an

li

>
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1nterest1ng and unlque view. of the famlly
In this section of the paper, we will present the basic

concepts and assumptions which appear to form the "backbone"

of the social conflict framework.

and are grouped into four categories:

society,

about social interaction and social relationships, and (4)

tions about the family.

Assumptions are numbered,
(1) assumptions about
(2) assumptions about the nature of man, (3) assumptions

assump-

Important concepts are presented within

the assumption statements, and are underlined the first time that

they appear.
of a set of statements
taxonomlc presentatlon

“initions, .

The fact that our "presentation 51mply takes the form

containing central conceots, rather than a

of concepts or a llstlng of important def-

. reflects our view that it is. more important to galn a .

feellng for how the ba51c conceots of a framework are 1nterrelated,

w1th each other w1th1n the total context of the framework are 1nter—
'related with each ‘other w1th1n the total context of the framework,

than toibe.able'to‘oategorize these oonoepts as "units of study,

"conditions,"

mechanlsms,' etc., or be confronted with long lists

of deflnltlons.

The

nature of society;" The social conflict framework makes

a number of assumptions about the nature of society:

(1)

(2)

}Society does’ not naturally tend toward a state of

equilibrium ~-- rather, the maintenance of consensus

and conhesion are problematic. - .
Social groups and social organization are he]d-together
by various types of constralnt and’ coerc1on, rather than

"by a hlgh degree of consensus amoﬁg 1nd1v1duals.

‘¢
’

~1
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(3) Groups and individuals within a society have differential
access to resources and power.

(4) Because this differentidl access to resources and power

! results from one's position (or status) within a partic-
ular system of social stratification, (e.g., socioeconomic

\
\

status, race, seX) we can speak of these as structural
inequalities. '

. . P /. . :

(n) Given (3) and (4) above, social conflict is a natural

and inevitable part of all social interaction and all

social organlzatlon
(6) \Clven (3), (4), and (5) above, society is not basically

statlc*_.Rather, due t- =he constant presence of social/

conflict, it is subjec  to c—onstant social change.

Thus, in conﬁrast'to the functionalist—consensus model of:
society, the conflict model assumes society to be marked by such
characteristics as d1ssensus, coerc1on, exploltatlon, hOStlllty,
and change. It should be noted, however, that conflict theorlsts
do not necessarlly v1ew these phenomena as the only characterlstlcs‘
of soclety. Indeed, even Dahrendorf, certalnlj one of the most

important. modern confliCt theorists, states:

"I do not intend to fall victim to-the mistake of many
structural-functional theorists and advance for the con-
flict modei.a-claim“to'comprehensive and exclusive appii—ﬂ
cability. .As far as.IJcan see, we need for the explanation

of sccial problems both the equilibrium ‘and conflict models

AN ' of society; . . . scc1ety has two faces of equal reallty.
\\ﬁ One of stablllty, harmony, and consensus and one of change,
\\\ conflict, and constralnt (1958: 127)
o \ 18 )
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Thus, a social conflict frameWork'does'not preclude the possibility
~that a truly realistic picture of society must incorporate elements
of both the consensus and conflict models (Eitzen, 1974: 5'3l) It
does, however, empha51ze those processes and condltlons which pro—
duce social confllct,‘and it is this emphas1s which allows the con—

flict framework to present a unique view of social life. .

The nature of man. Two basic assumptlons which the soclal

conflict framework makes regarding the nature of man are the. ﬁpllow-

ing: . T . | . f \\

(7) The primary motivating force behind individual behavior

is the desire to pursue one's personal needs, values, =

goals, and 1nterests. R , T w!

(8) - An 1nd1v1dual's goals, values ‘and interests w1ll largely
. be determlned by his/her pos1tlon (status) within the o
.social structure, and the roles associated with that -

\

position. .

Regarding this basic nature of man, there seems to exist auv
interesting difference of opinion between two "schools" of con?
flict theorists’ On the one hand, there is a viewpoint that man
is, by nature, aggressive, hostile and'obnfliot—prone; Simmel N
séems to be characteristic of such a view, as he speaks of-ﬁan‘s

"abstract impulse to oppos1tlon" and his Ya Erlori -fighting instinct"
(1955: 29) Also relevant here would be éthologlsts such Lorenz

‘(l966), ‘whose work has been used heav1ly by Sprey - (1971) in hlS
analyses of family conflict. . e
On the other hand, a more tradltlonaJ Marxian view of human

N




-~18-

nature would be likely to argue that there is nothlng inherently

aggressive about man. Rather, it is ‘the present state of soc1ety
which produces_a combative nature. Presumably, if (or when)
society changes, man's tendency to engage in conflict will also
change. o ‘
This distinction is certainly relevant to the study of family
conflict, particularly with regard to the attempt to locate the
specific causal factors which prdduee.it. If the tendency for con-
flict is inherent within the human species, structural and situation—
al factoxrs are naturally less important than. if v1olence is actually

the result of oeople s <oc1a1 environment.

The nature of 'social interaction and social relationships.

Related ot its particular conceptions of soeiety ahd man, the

conflict framéwork has several baS‘C assumptlons regardlng the

nature of soc1a* 1nteractlon~-f

.(9). It is to be’ expected that the needs, valuesi goals,
and 1nterests of 1nd1v1duals and groups w1th1n soc1ety
will frequently be in confllct w1th those of other in-
.dlv1dua1s ‘O groups. . ' )

“1(10) The basic tvpe of social 1nteractlon is not coooeratlon,

| motlvated'by consensus on basic norms and values -- rather,

it is confllct and competltlon.
(11) ‘Many soc1alfre1atlonshtps are characterized by a power

differential, : - o o o .

(12) 1In social relatiohshipé characterized by a power dif-

‘ferential, social 1nteractlon will be 11kely to 1nvolve
/.

domlnatlon, oppre551on, and exploltatlon.

e

AV
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(13)  Persons tend to seek positions of power and dominance;
those in subordinate positions seek to gain power, or,
at least, to free themselves from domination by others.
(14) 'A-major portion of social interaction involves processes

of bargaining and negotlatlon, as -both parties attempt

to pursue and advance their’ part1cular goals and. 1nterests,
(15) Situations of s001al conflict do not necessarlly have to,

but are’ capable of, produC1ng hostile feelings and/or

'4ggress1ve behav1or 6n the part of the parties involved.

In analy21ng the assumotlons Wthh the social conflict frame—

work makes about soc1al 1nteractlon and soc1al relationships, 1t 1s

perhaps necessary to dwscuss how these assumptlons d1ffer from those T

- of the soc1al exchange framework. ' We see this as necessary be- "

cause many writers seem to make an 1mp11c1t assumption that these-
two approaches are 1nextr1cably llnked in the sense: that adoptlon
of  one necossarlly 1mp11es adoption of the other (Collins,,l97l,
1975: 228 258; Sko1n1ck 1973: 218-222; Scanzon1 and SCanZODl, 1976:
328-358). © : N |

At the bas1s of th1s ‘view seems to be the belief that persons

are naturally in a state of confllct with one another, and that 1t

is through processes of" soc1al exchange that" people are .able to
" interact in. cooperatlve soc1al relatlonshlps. Thus, confllct and

-soc1al exchange are v1ewed as representlng two necessarlly 1nter—

related parts ‘of one overall process. C. .
It may, however, ‘be more sound 1ntu1t1vely to view these as :

two separate processes which may- at tlmes complement each other,.

* but which do’ pot necessarily have to do so., Thus, the soc1al

exchange framework allows for, but ‘does not regulre, the assump-—

tlon that confllct is a natural condltlon of man's soc1al-iife.

oo
Fv‘;.‘.
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This'framework specifies a set of interactional'principles and
processes which govern a substantial portion of man' s soc1al

interaction regardless fo whether it derives . from a’ s1tuatlon of

v
7

confllct or a s1tuatlon of relative harmony..
' Accordlng to this distinction, social exchange ‘processes can
be useful in helplng to explain the causes and consequences of ' o
confllct in the famlly setting. However, there is no reason to | :
expect that these will provide the only, or even the best, such V
explanation. Slmllarly, social confllct may, but does not nec- J
essarily have to, precede processes of social exchange. . , | -/?
s o . /

The nature of famlly. In this section, some of ‘the general I

assumptions about soc1ety, ‘man and Ssocial 1nteractlon and social’

.relatlons are aoplled to the famlly. In addltlon, some spec1al N
'1mpllcatlons of the social confllct framework for the famlly are
. 'noted '

-

(16) Like any other social organization or® social grotb, the -
.b;famlly does not naturally tend toward a state of equl— /
llbrlum, rather, the maintenance of consensus and cohes10n
. are problematic. o - T b ﬁ’~
(17).'L1ke any other social system, the famlly is a "system ]
ﬁ - in conflict" (Sprey, 1969: 699). Soc1al confllct -and
;‘soclal change are natural parts of famlly llfe. ,
. (18) Certaln structural characteristics of famllles affect o
' (a) the number. of underlylng confllcts of - Jnterest (b) ‘
“the degree of underlylng hostlllty,,and (c) the nature
and éxtent of express1ons of social confllct The same

structuralucharaCterlstlcs do not necessarily have the

v
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(19)

(20)

(21)

(22)

(23)

(24)

(25)

(26)

_21_

same effect on each of these aspects of conflict; thus,
family conflict has a paradox1cal nature” (FOSu, 1977) .
Conflict situations in the family can take the form of :
(a) opposing interests, (b) incompatible goals, (c) dif-

fering values, .(d) discrepant role expectations,: (e)

structural inequalities, (f) a scarcity of resources; or

(g) clashes of personality.

Family members have differential access to resources and
power. . - - | ,

This differential access to resources and power results
from differing positions in'systems of soCiai.stratifi—

cation, -and can be called_structuralminequality.

Due to its systems of Stratification by sex and age; the - -°

family is, to a'largefeXtent,'a "structure of‘dominance"f
(Collins, 1975: 225). The 1mportance of age and sex .
stratlflcatlon in, the famlly dlStlngUlShes it from other
soc1al groups. R . B ‘
Like any other social system, ‘the. family is largely inte-

"grated ‘through coercion.

A family member' s pos1tlon (status), both w1th1n soc1ety
and within’ the. famlly,,helps determlne hls/her 1nterests,
goals, values,'and needs.

Expressions . of confllct in famllles are usually of the

'mlxed—motlve varlety, in that famlly members possess not

| .
only confllctlng, competlng 1nterests, but also common,

‘inter-related. ones. Hence, destructlon or e11m1natlon
'of the other party is usually not a goal

_It is necessary to dlstlngulsh between (a) confllct
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«avoidance.or Erevention,.(b) conflict regulation or

‘ T
management, and jc)_conflict,resoﬂution.

(27) ‘The absence of conflict expressioh within'a‘particular
famlly unit cannot be interpreted ' as 1mply1ng the hap—
piness and ‘satisfaction of famlly members.

(28) Complete suppre551on of conflict lS likely to have neg-
ative consequences for the famlly uth and/or its members.

(29) Each aspect of conflict can have both positive and neg-

. ative consequences (functlons) for 1ts participants and -
for the larger social system.. %
N ?
" These assumptlons about the famlly prov1de what we feel to .be

_a very dlfferent plcture of the family than do the other ex1st1ng

conceptual frameworks.a As stated earlier, thlS% uniqueness" of '

the social conflict framework 1s one of our major justlflcatlons

for its development and use. .

A final reason mentioned for developlng thlS framework was
. its general appllcablllty. Let us now examlne}thls aspect of
the social conflict frameworK.

"Levels" of family conflict

' To our way of thinking, the sécial conflict framework has
wide applicability, and can beAui%d to study a broad variety_of
soc1al _phenomena assoc1ated w1th\the family. Keeplng in mind “
our general worklng deflnltlon of soc1al confllct we suggest
that the social- confllct framework is adapted well "to investigation

~of the famlly at both the macro— and micro- levels of soc1al anal-
> y51s~ Thus, it can be used/to study (a) the family. as a soc1al

il
;-,/
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system or institﬁtioh in,relationyto the rest~of society, on the
one hand, as well as (b) the patterns and processes of social
' interaction wrthin particular family units, on the other. ' : .
} Specifically,_we'see the conflict framework as relevant to
five "levels" of family analysis:- | o
| : _ - -
(1) :Intra—individual role conflict. This level of family

‘conflict refers to conflict taklng place within one

individual, as the result of contradictory- demands be—

ing placed upon him/her by several roles. For example, -
" a woman Qorking outside the home may experiehCe con- a
fllctlng demands and. expectatlons among ‘her .work ‘and
. family roles.-* Or 4 man may experlence a conflict be- .
- tween his children's demands that he take éhem or. an L
afternoon outlng (father role) and his w1fe s desire
that they spend some. time together as a couple (hquand'
. role), or even his aglngvparents need for help with - o \t
. : some household chore (son role) As indicated in, these
examples, th1s type of confllct can 1nvolve several
family roles, or a lash between a famlly role and an
‘extra-family role. ] i .. ' oo ,
We. reallze,that th1s may appear to be an unusual appllvatloﬂ
of confllct theory ' However, ‘we feel- that this application is ,
N - Justlfled 1n that it is entlrely cons1stent with this approach‘s
| basic assumptlon that soc1al systems are not typlcally in.astate-— .r‘;f

=

of harmonrous equlllbrlum
" (2)' Interpersonal oonflict between two or.more family members.

This level of family conflfct.is'probably'that which comes

. 3 N

D
<
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-~ ' ‘"0 mind most readily when the term is used, and it is :
_pretty much self-explanatory. -It includes'all types -
of confllct between several famlly members~w1th3n a )
partlcular famlly unlt, such as marital confllct, s:bllng —
T _conflict, and parent-chlld confllct. ’

(3) Confllct between dlfferent grouos ‘within a. system of

soc1al stratlflcatlon< The analysis of confllct between“

soc1al classes, viewed as a macro-scopic phenomenon, has
} o certalnly been one of the major foundations of social .
- : ":confl§gt theory (Marx and Engels, 1888; 1930; DahrendorﬁQ
' '1959)Ia€&ypically, this - type of analysis "has looked at
varlous segments of soc1ety in economlc terms, focu51ng C e
uoon confllct between ‘those persons who possess wealth T f
and power and those who do not. The relationship- be- EEE
' tween these two broad groups has been portrayed as one
“of coerc1on, exp101tatlon,‘and hOStlllty '
e 1 - | -
Engels was perhap the flrst to suggest that thlS type of

analys1s can be applled to the ‘study of male female relatlonshlps-,u

"The first~class antagonism which appears in history

coincides with the development of the antagonlsm be-

tween man and woman in monogamlan marrlage, and the‘

flrst class: oppress1on w1th that of the.female sex

by the. male" (1972: 75). . - ‘ - S
- “Much of the recent llterature deallng with the 1ssues of sex

roles and sexism seems to be con81stent with thls type of analys1s,

S\
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" with a particularly good example of this usage of conflict theory

being Collins' conflict-based "theory of sexual stratification"
(1971; 1975: 228-258). -,

" The study of unequal power relationships between the sexes
seems to be particularly applicable to family sociology, since,
as Scanzeéni and Scanzoni (1976: 13) point éut, the family repre—
sents "a potential battleground Zh which the exploiters and the
exploited clash with one another," and a large part of the war
between the,séxes is fought within the. context of the family.

Nor is this the only fruitful application of "class" con-

flict to the family. As Skolnick (1973: 355-394) indicates in
her discussion of "generatiénal politics," and Collins discusses
in his discussion of age stratification and'éonflfCt (1975: 259;‘
2%7),_this type of conflict approach may also be very qsefﬁi in

developing a general theory of parent-child relations.

(4) Confliét between particular family units and some

external individual, group or organization, Tt is

possible for ‘a family as a social system to be in
conflict with other social institutions or social
groups. For example, a family might find itself in
conflict with the local educational system with re-
ngard to eduéationalhphilosophy. - Or the needs of a
particular family in terms of family plhnninglmight
come into conflict with the requirements of a.partic—
;ﬁlar segment of the reiigidus institution. |

Combining this type of family conflict with observations

derived from the labeling perspective of deviant behavior, the

) b
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... result would seem to be an especially fruitful means of ‘studying
much of what has typlcally been referred to as’ dev1ance in famllles.
This would include a wide range of instances of "culture confllct,
v;nvolv1ng a family adhering to a set of subcultural. norms:and
‘values which is at odds with the norms and values ef'the_larger
society. . This might occur,.for,example, in the case of a family
of recent immigrants to our country, or a single-parent family

headed by a lesbian.ﬁother.

(5) Conflict between the family institution and some other.

-segment of soCiety. Moving to the purely macro-level

of analysis; the functionalist~-consensus model holds
that the various parts of soc1ety are well—lntegrated
and operate smoothly w1th1n a state of equlllbrlum The
conflict model, on the other hand, maintains that the“
parts of society do not fit together smobthly. Rather;
there exists various discrepancies and 1ncon51stenc1es
between the elements of social structure. It is our
feeling that, although not usually thought of as social
"conflict," such macro-level "strains" are consistent
with, and can be studied within, the social conflict -

framework. : v 9

Applying this type of analy51s to the study of the family,
the family institution is viewad as a "system in conrlmtt" with
other systems, or 1nst1tutlons, of society. Thus, we might use
~the confllct framework to study the adyverse effects of differential
rates of social change within society upon the family institution.

Or this type of conflict approach might be used by more "radical"

oo
<
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family soc1ologists, who argue that the family is an oppressive,
or at least outdated social institution..
, , Thus, in this final level of family coanict, we are focusing
upon "conflict" between acro-level elements of social structure.
Once again,gwe recoonize hat we have stretched our definition of
conflict to encompass a éfder range of phenomena than is generally
the case.- However, if this loss in conceptual specificity is
compensated for by an increase in general applicability, it would
seem that family sociology will have profited, not suffered, by

using such a broad conception.ofvsocial.Canlicts

COMPENENTS AND DIMENSIONS OF SOCIAL CONFLICT
We have several goals in this final section of the paper.

The first of these is to "flesh out" the rather broad working °

definition of social conflict suggested earlier, by indicating

.more specifically and concretely theykinds,of social phenomena
. - which we see as ‘included within it. .
|  Our second goal is to identify dimensions of conflict nhich
we believe to be of particular interest to family socioclogists.
This latter effort is, addressed to the question, "Given the basic
concepts and assump%fons of a social conflict framework, what do
we as family SOClOlOngtS do now?" Hopefully, the dimensions of
conflict outlined here represent some important Variables ‘in the
study of families, ' )
E ~ We have found it useful to conceptualize a.single conflict
"event" as consisting of a number of different component elements.
These include (1) the conflict situation or issue, (2) the actors,
(3) the interaction processes" involved, (4f the relational con-
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text, (5) theﬂoulturalloontext (6) the physical setting, and
A7) the consequences of the soc1al COnfllCt Taken together,
these elements of an event of SOClal COnfllCt are all 1ncluded
in our broad working definition of social conflict,.
‘Some cautions about'thls dlscuss1on are in order. First,
this is intended as a suggestive listing, not an exhaustive cat-
egorization, of types of family conflict. It is’ expected that
these dimensions will be refined, weeded out, and added to. In
particular, it will be noted that many of the d1mens1ons suggested
refer to some levels of . .family conflict (for example, conflict be- N
~tween several members of one family unit), but not to others (for :

example, 1ntra—1nd1v1dual role conflict, or macro-level conflict

focu51ng upon +the famlly as an 1nst1tutlon) Hopefully, this

‘reflects the fact. that these are the types of ~family conflict. that :,“’

have had the most work done on them, not the fact thatrthese cannot i

be accommodated by the social conflict framework. _Second,.these o

aspects of .social conflict are presented in the form of ideal types.

They . represent end-points on a continuum, ‘not "either- -or" categories.

——

Further, it is likely that many spec1f1c 1nstances of conflict will

fall toward the middle of the two extremes on any dimension. j
Flnally, we do not see these various d1mens1ons of social con- _;

fllCt as necessarily independent of each other or mutually exclus1ve.,

Rather, it is llkely that some of them are 1nterrelated and even’ - .L

that certain dimensions cluster together. For example, it is llkely

that conflict which is opponent-centered will also tend to be ex- /
i

pressive and hostile.  However, this is a matter best determined 2

through a program of research. |

" The issue T .
—_— N . ] . K J |

30
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ThiS~element of an event or instance ‘of social conflict is
the objectlve" situation within which the - ‘actors are operating.
Most s1mply, this aspect of SOClal conflict refers to "what the'

confllct is about.

Realistic and nonreallstlc confllct. Perhaps the most basic

. questlon which can be asked about any instance of conflict is
whether theré is in fact a real issue underlylng the ’ 1nteractlon
sequence in which several actors are confllctlng" with one ’
_another. Coser (1956: 48-55) has used thé terms "realistic" and
"nonrealistic" confllct to refer to (a) conflict which serves as
a functlonal means towards ach1ev1ng a partlcular goal, and (b) .
conflict which serves as a means of tens1on release. We prefer
to use the terms 1nstrumental"‘and express1ve" contlict to re-f
o-fer to this particular distinction between confllct.as a means
and'conflict as an'end in itself. However, we like the idea of
retaining the terms realistic and nonrealistic conflict, and
using them/to refer to the general distinction between (a) conflict
“which has an "objectiVe, “Justlflable" cause, and (b) that Wthh
| lacks such a valld basis, but rather results from such. casual
factors as "deflected hOStlllty," historical* tradltlon," and
"ignorance'and erroxr" (Mack and Snyder, 1957: 219)

There are several poss1ble problems with thlS d1st1nct10n
between reallsc1c and nonrealistic conflict. One of these is 4
'that/1t may prove to be of: much greater theoretlcal than empirical
value, given the dlff‘culty of "objectively" determlnlng the.
‘"reallty" of underlying conflict s1tuatlons. For example, from
one point of view, men and women mlght be viewed as being in a

"real" situation of conflict over scarce resources. However, from
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another point of view, conflict between the sexes might be seen
as representing a“ false issue, obscuring the fact that the real

common interests of both partieSxare in conflict with a third

.group - those who control an ec%nomlc system which creates this

.hscarc1ty of resources.

~‘Another problem with the'term "nonrealistic" conflict is that .
it may be somewhat misleading. It,should'hot be assumed that there
is anything less "real" or important about the feelings or'behavior
of the participants in an instance of nonrealistic conflict. This
idea.refers only to the issue underlyiﬁg a conflict event, and.
says nothing of the.emotions-or actions which follow. |

Despite these difficulties, the dlstlnctlon between realistic :
and nonreallstlc conflict is important. This is because 1tzqnder—_vﬁ
lines the. logical poss1b111ty=that two or more actors can be.en- - -

gagiﬁg in conflict, even when they seem to have no real conflicts

«of interest at stake, or when their actual conflicting interests

have long since been.elminated or reconciled. -

‘'Basic and nonbasic conflict. Another important. distinction

made by Coser is that between conflicts over the basis of con-
sensUs‘underlying a particular relationship, and conflicts taking
place Within,vand guided by, this basic consensus_(l956- 73-74). .
He refers to these as “basic" ‘and "nonbasic" conflict.. Essentlally,
this is a measure of the 1mportance and centrallty of the issues
over which conflict is being waged. ’ '
Scanzoni' and Scanzoni (1976: 353-354) have nicely demonstrated
how this dlstlnctlon is, .relevant to the s1tuat10n of marital con-

flict. ~These authors p01nt,out that basic mar;tal conflict in-.
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volves a questioning of "the rules of the game" which regulate
"core .family issues" -~ issues such as sexual intercourse and
" the decision whether or not to have”children. Nonbasic conflicts
can also occur within these same'general areas. However, the
difference is. that "underlying each of these secondary conflicts
A1s an assumptlon that there is agreement as to the . . . core
.issue . . . (itself)". (Scanzonl and Scanzonl, 1976: 354). And
the implication here is that the issues of disagreement in non-
basic confllct w1ll be much less crucial to the contlnued ex1stence

of the relatlonsnlp

The actors

_—— = . e e —

Every 1nstance of ‘social conflict- requlres that ‘there-be- two B
Aentltles or units: between which there can exlst some type of an-
tagonistic relatlonshlp. Although, as discussed earller, these
"entzities in conflict" can be "impersonal" soc1al phenomena, such
hfas role expectatlons or . soc1etal institutions, the dimensions Wthh
we have presently identified in conjunction with this aspect of -
the total conflict process are-generally most applicable to sit-
uations in which the entities in conflict are people -- for exampie,
several persons withinza particular family unit in conflict with
one another, several members of a family unit in confllct with
someone outside the family, or one status group within famllles
generallz in confllct with another’status .group (e. g., wives
Versus:husbands)} This is because the actor dlmens1ons to be-
discussed below refer primarily to thé motivations, goals and

feelings of the.conflicting parties.
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Manifest and latent conflict. Kriesberg'makes an important
distinction between (a) "manifest" conflict situations, 1n which
"the parties (have) come to believe that they have imcompatible

goals,". and (b) those situations Wthh an observer assesses to

be.conflicting but which are not so. assessed by.partisans" (1973:
18). These situations he térms "latent" conflicts., TFor KrieSberg,
awareness of the fact that'incompatible goals exist is a central-

element of social conflict; latent conflict is not social conﬁlict.
i

Althouqh we - dlsagree 'with Kriesberg that the awareness of
the parties involved is a necessarz condition of social conflict,
we see great value in retaining this distinction between manifest
‘and latent conflict. Certainly, in the’ family setting, several

family members may. be pursuing discrepant goals or interests in = -
their relationship, w1th .one, or perhaps both, of them not real—
izing that this is the case. It is entirely conceivable that

their behavior. in thlS instance would not reflect the fact that

their situation is objectivelzgone of the conrllct
| Since the "realistic-nonrealistic" and manifest-latent"
dimensions appear toyrepresent'comparable treatments'of two dif-
- ferent elements in the conflict process (i.e., the conflict sit—
uation, on the one hand, and the actors involved, on the other),
it might be interesting to combine these dimensions of a contingency
. table, as follows: K : |

Lo
(SN
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Is this a’ s1tuatlon of
conflicting interests?

YES . NO
, Realistic and Unrealistic

YES Manifest . Conflict
Is there awareness Conflict
‘(or the belief) that : .

. : Latent " Non-

a conflict ?f ,LNO Conflict ' Conflict
interest exists? :

3

Most social conflict, asiit is commonly conceivedg'restS“in'
the .upper- -left-hand cell of the table.. This conflict which as an
objectlve bas1s, and whose ex1stence is recognized and responded

“to by the antagonists.'

‘Hostile and non-hostile conflict. This dimension simply

refers to tnedfeelings -of the‘oarticioants during the conflict
process. There seems to be a naturai tendency to assume  that all
conflict processes are characterized. by hostile emotional states.
" While hostility may then be 1nvolved in family conflict, there 1s
no necessarz connection. In addition, hostility is a matter of
degree, and the amount of hostility involved'in a particular in-
stance of social conflict is likely to vary according to’ the issue

- involved and various situational and structural factors.

Object-centered and opponent-centered conflict. Fink (1968:
447-450) points out that the chief goal of the actors in a conflict

process can b&weither (a) to gain a, scarce resource or further one's

. , -

C,Q -
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interests,.or (b) to injur or destroy an opponent. The distinction
between "competition" and_ "conflict" has frequently been used to
differentiate these two dlfferent types of goal Consistent with
~our general definitiOn of SOClal conflict, howeyer, we prefer to

treat these as two different dimensions of social conflict.

As Statedxearlier, it is to be expected tnat family members
) usually find themselves in:a mixed-motive sit&ation, and: thus
'-generally do not have as their goal the actual "elimination" or
complete destruci1on of their opponent. ' However, as with the
‘ ~other dimens1ons under discussion here, the distinction between
object-centered and opponent-centered conflict represents a matter
of degree, and. there can be little doubt that the intent 1n much
family conflict is the 1njury, in one sense or another,  of the itz =T
person with whom the conflict is being waged. '

b

. The interactiongprocess

: / P

Social conflict most often involyes a.process of interaction
_between the several entities'who are experiencing a conflict of

interest The bas1c guestion which 1s of interest here ‘is that of .
how the conflict is being carried out Several‘dimen51ons seem

to be relevant to this element ofusoc1al conflict,

1

; / : S
lInstrumental‘and expressive conflict. As stated earlier,

Coser has used the terms "realistic" and "nonrealistic" conflict
to distinguish between conflict,designed to achieve a certain goal
which the actor desires, and conflict which seryes as a means of

releasing tension. We acknowledge the importance of this distinction,’
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but prefer to use the terms "1nstrumental“ and "expressxve" con-
flict to refer to it (Foss, 1977). | |
One point of clarification i's perhaps necessary regardlng
this dimension of conflict. Foss (1977) notes that Coser's
distinction between task-oriented and tension—releasing conflict
seems to have variable referents. Thus, sometimeS'Coserlis re-
ferring to the goal of the actor, sometimes to Whether or noct the.

actor's behaV1or ‘functioned so as to resolve the 1ssue (instrumental)

.. or to release hostility (expre551v>), and sometlmes to the way in
which the conflict was carried out Here ,the distinction will apply
only to the latter usage. Thus, instrumental conflict refers to a
task;oriented, "stick-to-the-issue" type of interaction, while ex-

'

pressive conflict refers to an emotional'style of interaction. =~ /.
- : .

- Direct and indirect conflict, This_dimension of social con-

flict has to do with whether the conflict is being'earried out in
a stralghtforward face~to~face fashion, or whether more subtle,;
behind-the~scenes technlques are being uysed.” Thus, for example,
.in an instence of marltal tonfllct we mlght seeit to qetermlne
whether the couple are approachlng the issue in questlon through
direct negotlatlon with each other, or whether they are carrying
out the conflict Lndlrectly -- by 1nfluenc1ng the preferences of
the children in the famlly, or bringing other parties into the

i

struggle

Aggressive and non-~aggressive confllct As defined by Stin~
metz and Straus (1974: 4) g to be aggress1ve is,"to do something
which will injure another." . Thus, just as ‘the. distinction between

"object-centered" and "opponent—centered" conflict made earlier

’
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refers to the goals or intent of the actors in ‘a conflict sit-
| u:tlon, ‘this distinction between "agg:rress:.ve'I and "non—aggr=ss1ve"
conflict refers to actual conflict: behav1or. Aggressive conrlict
is that which somehow "injures," either phys1call or emotlonally,
one's adversary. That a substantial amount of family cenflict is

~ aggress1ve in nature is demonstrated by the frequency with whlch

e 'actual phys1cal violence, perhaps the most "extreme" form of
I aggress1on, occurs. within the family setting (Gelles and Straus, ~
| 1974). . o S - N L

It is perhaps necessary to note that, according to our'usage,

’ conrllct is "aggressive" in any, confllct situation in which a per—
son‘is ‘injured, regardless ‘of whether ‘that 1n3ury was “intended. ‘Wé
-would_expect that, in most cases, "aggressive" conflict would also
be "opponent~centered"-conflict; however, this relationship is not

a necessary one,

The relational context ' o
_ Another important element in the process of social conflict
©. -is—the- relational context, ‘or-structure, within which the confllct
| is belng carrled out// While the conflict process can certainly
change the endurxﬁg relatlonship between. the antagonlsts, the
nature of their ex1st1ng relationship can ‘likewise be a signif-

7

~ icant aspect of the conflict itself.

Inst1tut10n&llZ€d and non—lnstltutlonallzed conflict, This

dimens1on refers to the extent to:which confllct as a style of

relatinyg or interacting is characteristic of the ongoing relation-

2
(&0)
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ship between actors. For example, when conflict is institutional-

ized in a marriageh,it is incorporated into the very structure of
the maritai relationship "as a taken for éranted aspect" of this
relationship (Scanzoni and Scanzoni, 1976: 465) . Tﬁe "conflict-
habituated” marltal relat;onsnlp identified by Cuber and Haroff
{1965: 44-4¢6) would seem to be representative of 1nst1tnc10nallzed
cohflict. L _

To a large extent, institutionalized conflict is likely to be
a form of non-realistic conflict, in that it is often not really
waged over specific*issdes. 'Rather, 1t is merely "the thing: tQ

do" within a particular relational context.

The. cultural context : ’ -

!

Like'any'other secial process, sbcial conflict,is 1ikely.to
have a normative component. In-examining the cultural context of
conflict in the family,-we-are concerned with two sets of norms --
fi;st; the norms of the ovefall culture—or sub-culture, and aecend,
" the "family norms" which develop within particular families over
time. In either case, the cultural context of social confliet‘in—
volves standards for how confllct should and should not be waged

w1th1n the family unit. o f : ;

Rule—bound and anomic conflict. This diménsidn’refers to the

degree to which the actors in conflict do in fact have a set of
guldellnewahlch governs the carrying out of conflict. ' Thus, ‘we
can ask "Does. this couple or family have a pre- ex1st1ng set of
.rules as to how conflict should be carried out?" To the extent

that such guidelines have been developed we can say ‘that confllct
’ " -
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in this -family is rule-bound.

Legitimate and illegitimate conflict. Beyond the question

of how much;guldance exists in a relatlonshlp for engaging in con-
flict, there\ls the additional issue of whether the actors are

actually operatlngiw1th1n the guldellnes that do exist. ,Confllct

carried out within those guidelines can be called "1eglt1mate,

‘whlle confllct which violates those guldellnes is "111eglt1mate.

The physical setting o : E . L
. e _ . ‘ .

Just as an event of social conflict will- have a relatidnal
context and a cultural context, so-too will it have a. physical
context as well. ‘We do not have much to offer with regard to this
component of - family conflict at present, except»to note that two
aspects of the phys cal setting which might prove to be’ 1mportant B
in a confllct process are (a) the presence or absence of an observer

»or th1rd—oarty (Hotallng, 1977) and (b) whether' or not the actors
| themselves are. actually in each other s phys1cal presence during
the conflict (for a dlscuss1on of the physical settlng and aggres--

sion in the family, see Gelles, 1974).

Consequences of the conflict process ' -

There can pe 11tt1e doubt that the occureéence -of confllct in
the famlly settlng can have major consequences, both for the family”
as a-social system and for individual famlly members. Perhaps. the
broadest distinction which .can be made here is between p051tlve and -
negatlve consequences of conflict. As“Simmel (1955) and Coser
(1956) have suggested, social confllct within ‘a social group such -

o

1



as the family can have positive”consequences. For example,

"Conflict . . . (may be) Seen as perfcrming
group-malntalnlng functlons insofar as it
regulates systems of relatlonshlps. It
'clears the air,® i.e., it eliminates the
\ accumulation of blocked and balked hostile
" dispositions by allowing their,free”be—
bavioral expression." (Coser, 1956: 39).

Eeyond this broad diStinction between "functicnal" and
"dysfunctional" confllct, perhaps the most 1mportant th1ng
~to be remembered here is that, given our: 1nclus1ve deflnltlon e -
of social conflict, when we are SpeaLing of the "consequences |
of confllct," we are actually 1nclud1ng the poss1ble outcomes
of a number of dlfferent Jprocesses. There are several loglcal
possibilities here. One of these 1s that a conflict of 1nterest
.-may not be perceived by the part1es involved, This is demonstrated
in the sltuatlon of latent conflict dlscussed earlier. A second '
vposs1b111ty is that a confllct of 1nterest will be "1gnored and
' | varlous strategies” of av01dance will be invoked as reSponses.-; |
’ Two additional- poss1b111t1es are suggested by Sprey's dis—
tlnction between (a) confllct management and (b) conflict resolutlon.
As Sprey states. i :
e .
o ,.;,Anal?ticaIly speaking, conflict can be
, solved only tnrough the elifination of one cf
"the contendlng parties. Any glven manlfestatlon
of famlly harmony must, Lherefore, ‘be seen -as a

case of successful management rather than one of
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resolution." -(1969: 704).

|

To Sprey s way. of thinking, it is uncommon that family confllct

" is actually “resolved'" instead, processes of conflict résolutlon

are’ the most important response to family conflict. Howeyer, as
Scanzoni, and Scanzoni point out in a similar distinction %hich

carries with it a very different shade‘of’meaning,,conflict res-

olution can be contrasted with conflict‘zegulation., Here, the i -

conflict is being "managed," yet it is being managed through”

- coercion or . force, and nothlng is really being done to change the

confllct s1tuatlon. , L

The implication of all this is that, as presently conceived,
family conflict is a complex procedure, and many of the necessary
elements of th1s procedure have not yet been adequately defined.
Thus, it is 1mportant that family sociologists be careful to,

. recognize these types of dlstlnCLlOnS in their own work In
addltlon, it is neceéssary that cons1derable future effort be

‘devoted to this particular aspect_of the conflict process.

CONCLUSION

.Within this paper, we have argqed,that the social conflict
approach constitutes a viable and important "conceptual frame-
work" for studying the family., We have offered a working defini-
tion of social conflict,*discussed the basic assumptions and central
concepts of this framework, and demonstrated the levels of family
life' to which this approach might be partlcularly relevant. In

’additlon, we have specifled various dimens1ons of social conflict,
. which may be:of special interest in family sociology. We w1ll
“close the paper by briefly 1ndJcat1ng what we see to be the major‘

"f'
S
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3

strengths and weaknesses of this "new" conoeptual framework.

One problem, with the social conflict framework, when con-
trasted with the other five frameworks, is that it is not as -
extensivelyhdeveloped cbnceptuaily. ' In fact, the greatest limit-
ation of the conflict framework as presentedfhere is probably the
fact that it consists much more of general assumptions and des-
criptions of important/variables that‘one might wish to consider

in specific analyses, than clearly defined and interrelated con-

‘cepts. In order for this framework to be of the value prophesized

in this paper, ‘considerable conceptual development and clarification

, 1s essential in the future.

On the other 51de of the . 1edger, one of the greatest advan— .
tages of the social confllct framework is, that 1t emphaslzes a ‘Qi
basic social force which heretofore has been 1arge1y neglected rn
tamily sociology. The fact that conflict might be a natural and
inevitable part of famiiv life shouid hardly be surprising, QiVen

- the difficult taSksqand responsibilities with which the modern

"family is'entrusted;'the particular nressures which it generates,

its unique structural characteristics, and its intimate atmosphere.

The social conflict framework allows us. to. 1nvest1qate the relation-

VShlp between confllct and the family from a number of dlfferent

vantage points, and in so doing it provides us with a unique and

significant perspective not derivable from the other existing

.frameworks. For this reason, it is to our advantage to pursue its

further development and refinement.

iy
W
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